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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The US Army Corps of Engineers, Mobile District (USACE) is currently reviewing a Department of the
Army permit for a proposed two-reservoir project to be located in George and Jackson County,
Mississippi (SAM-2014-00653-MBM). The project is referred to as the Pascagoula River Drought
Resiliency Project after the stated purpose. The permit application was submitted on August 25, 2015 by
the Pat Harrison Waterway District (PHWD) and George County Board of Supervisors, Mississippi (the
Applicant). USACE is processing the application pursuant to Section 404 of the Clean Water Act which
regulates the discharge of dredged or fill material into waters of the United States. Following
consideration of comments received for the application after the initial public notice issued in
September 2015, the Corps determined that preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is
required to fully evaluate the effects of the proposal on the human and natural environment.

The proposed Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project would be comprised of two new reservoirs to
be constructed with earthen dams. The reservoirs would impound Little Cedar Creek and Big Cedar
Creek, which are both tributaries to the Pascagoula River. The dam located on Little Cedar Creek east of
Clarence Bonnett Road would create a 1,715-acre reservoir (upper lake) with a storage capacity of
31,410 acre-feet. The proposed dam located on Big Cedar Creek would create a 1,153-acre lake (lower
reservoir) with a storage capacity of 20,228 acre-feet.

According to the Applicant, the purpose of the proposed project is to restore the watershed’s
groundwater table, and to store sufficient surface water to augment flows in the Pascagoula River when
necessary. The Applicant stated that the two proposed reservoirs would recharge the groundwater
table, which would significantly contribute to maintaining the Pascagoula River’s baseflows during
droughts without releasing additional surface water. During extreme droughts, the Applicant proposes
to release water from the reservoirs that would augment the flows in the Pascagoula River to
compensate drought impacts.

The Applicant stated that the project is needed to maintain the Pascagoula River’s natural hydrologic
flows, which are critical to the region’s environmental, ecological, and economic resilience and
sustainability. Based on climate projections, the Applicant believes that extreme prolonged drought
conditions will occur more frequently, with longer duration and more severity. The reservoirs are
proposed to provide a secondary water source to sustain the Pascagoula River at the state-mandated
minimum flow of 917 cubic feet per second (cfs) at the United States Geological Survey (USGS) gage
0247900, Pascagoula River at Merrill, Mississippi, during extreme prolonged drought conditions.

A secondary purpose of the project would include recreational facilities accessible by the public and
operated by the PHWD. The facilities would be similar to those operated by PHWD, such as cabins, boat
launches, R.V. hook-ups, shelters, camping sites, lodge halls, water slides, and nature trails.

Scoping Period and Scoping Meeting
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The USACE published a Notice of Intent (NOI) in the Federal Register on Friday December 23, 2016,
announcing the initiation of the EIS preparation for the proposed project. The NOI marked the beginning
of the 45-day scoping process comment period which occurred from December 23, 2016 to February 6,
2017. The EIS scoping process solicits feedback from the public, governmental agencies, organizations
that may have an interest in the project, and property owners adjacent to the proposed project to
ensure that substantive issues, concerns, alternatives and impacts are adequately addressed in the EIS.

One public scoping meeting was held in Lucedale, MS on January 24, 2017, in open house format.
Approximately 315 people attended the public scoping meeting where they viewed informational
posters and submitted comments. In addition to public notices and news releases, the USACE also
created a project website to post EIS status updates and documents. An online comment tool was
available for the public to submit comment during the 45-day public scoping period.

Scoping Comments

USACE received a total of 4,474 comment submissions during the scoping period. Of the 4,474 comment
submissions, 286 are unique submissions, 4,187 are from identical form letters generated from a
website, and one submission was a petition with multiple signatures. Comments were entered into a
database and categorized by topic, format, and group or agency affiliation (if any). The scoping report
details the scoping process and the issues identified in comments that will affect the scope of the
Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project EIS.

Nearly all comments received during the scoping period are applicable to the scope of analysis for the
EIS. The highest numbers of comments received were related to the following topics:

e Purpose and need for the proposed project
e Water quantity, streamflow and hydrology
e Socioeconomics and environmental justice
e Erosion, soil and geology

e Wildlife and habitats

The number of comments received on these topics indicates that these areas are of greater significance
to stakeholders and should receive detailed analysis in the EIS. The scoping report includes a complete
listing of significant categories of issues that will be the focus of the EIS, based on the issues and
recommendations identified in the scoping process, as well as guidance from NEPA.

Next Steps

Following scoping, an USACE will develop a Purpose and Need Statement for the proposed project. The
approved Purpose and Need will drive the process for alternative identification and screening, in-depth
analysis of environmental consequences, and ultimate selection of the least environmental damaging
practicable alternative (LEDPA). The USACE will prepare the Draft EIS (DEIS), which will be available for
public review and comment. After comments on the DEIS have been reviewed and addressed, the
USACE will prepare a Final EIS (FEIS) for public review. The public may submit comments on the FEIS
document and comments related to the agency decision. The USACE will issue a Record of Decision,
following the comment period for the FEIS. This process is anticipated to continue through 2018.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), Mobile District, is preparing an Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) to evaluate the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of a double reservoir
project proposed to be constructed in George County and Jackson County, Mississippi. The project is
referred to as the Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project after the stated purpose. The USACE
Mobile District is preparing the EIS as part of its evaluation of a permit application for a Department of
the Army Permit (Permit Application SAM-2014-00653-MBM) pursuant to Section 404 of the Clean
Water Act, to fill or flood jurisdictional wetlands and streambed in or adjacent to Big Cedar Creek and
Little Cedar Creek. The Applicant is the George County Board of Supervisors and Pat Harrison Waterway
District (PHWD). The proposed project is to be operated by PHWD.

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires that the public and interested parties be included
in the decision making process regarding Federal actions or federally funded actions. The process of
early involvement of the public is termed “scoping”. Scoping, as defined by NEPA (Sec. 1501.7), is an
early and open process to gather information from the public and interested agencies on the issues and
alternatives to be evaluated in the EIS. The Mobile District initiated the scoping process for the
Pascagoula Drought Resiliency Project by publishing a Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare an EIS for the
project in the Federal Register dated Friday December 23, 2016.

1.1 Purpose of Scoping

The purpose of scoping is to provide outreach to the public at large and to specific stakeholders
including local, state, and Federal agencies, as well as local citizens, landowners, interest groups, and
Native American tribes in determining the scope and approach of the subsequent evaluation. Scoping is
intended to encourage active public participation at an early stage of the evaluation process, allowing
input to determine critical issues and define alternatives to be evaluated. Specific objectives are listed as
follows:

¢ Inform stakeholders about the background, purpose, and features of the project.

e Encourage active participation and input from the stakeholders.

e Gather information about the scope of the project including the nature of the issues and
concerns, the geographic area being considered, types and detail of studies to be performed,
identify significant issues to be analyzed in detail, and eliminate insignificant issues from further
consideration.

¢ |dentify pertinent data sources, as well as data gaps.

¢ Identify analytical tools and methods that are available for performing the pertinent
environmental, engineering, and socioeconomic impact analyses for the EIS.

e Consider other related environmental evaluations.

¢ Identify a tentative proposed action to be considered and refined in subsequent studies and in
the EIS.

¢ Identify resource areas to be addressed in the EIS.
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This report summarizes the scoping process and the issues identified during the scoping process to date.
Release of the Scoping Report does not limit future stakeholder input into the EIS process. Comments
will be accepted and considered throughout the EIS process, and there will be future opportunity for
comments to be formally submitted during the comment period following public meeting(s) held on the
Draft EIS (DEIS).

1.2 Project Summary

The George County Board of Supervisors and PHWD (the Applicant) applied for a Department of the
Army permit (Permit Application SAM-2014-00653-MBM) for two proposed reservoirs to be located
north of Wade, Mississippi in south George County and north Jackson County, Mississippi. The permit
application for the proposed project was submitted on August 25, 2015. The proposed Pascagoula River
Drought Resiliency Project would be comprised of two new reservoirs to be constructed with earthen
dames. If the permit for the project is approved, the reservoirs would impound Little Cedar Creek and Big
Cedar Creek, which are both tributaries to the Pascagoula River. If approved, the dam located on Little
Cedar Creek east of Clarence Bonnett Road would create a 1,715-acre reservoir (upper lake) with a
storage capacity of 31,410 acre-feet. The proposed dam located on Big Cedar Creek would create a
1,153-acre lake (lower reservoir) with a storage capacity of 20,228 acre-feet. Figure 1-1 shows the
project area and the location of the two proposed dams.

1.2.1 Applicant’s Stated Purpose and Need for the Project

The Applicant’s stated purpose for the recommended project is to enhance the Pascagoula River
watershed’s drought resiliency by

e Restoring the watershed’s groundwater table to minimize low flow events;
e Storing sufficient surface water to augment flows in the Pascagoula River when necessary

The Applicant stated that the two proposed reservoirs would recharge the groundwater table, which
would significantly contribute to maintaining the Pascagoula River’s baseflows during droughts without
releasing additional surface water. However, during extreme droughts, the Applicant proposes to
release water from the reservoirs that would flow eventually into the Pascagoula River to compensate
drought impacts.

The Applicant stated that the project is needed to maintain the Pascagoula River’s natural hydrologic
flows, which are critical to the region’s environmental, ecological, and economic resilience and
sustainability. Based on climate projections, the Applicant believes that extreme prolonged drought
conditions will occur more frequently, with longer duration and more severity. The Applicant stated that
the reservoirs are needed to provide a secondary water source to sustain the Pascagoula River at the
state-mandated minimum flow of 917 cubic feet per second (cfs) at the United States Geological Survey
(USGS) gage 0247900, Pascagoula River at Merrill, Mississippi (Figure 1-2), during extreme prolonged
drought conditions.
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Figure 1-1. Project Area
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Figure 1-2. Pascagoula River Watershed and USGS Gage Stations
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1.2.2 Applicant’s Proposed Operation of the Project

The Applicant proposed to use the 7Q10 flow (the lowest 7-day average flow that occurs on average
once every 10 years), as measured at the USGS gage station 02479000, located on the Pascagoula River
at Merrill, Mississippi, as an indicator for reservoir release for flow augmentation during extreme
droughts.

Under normal and non-drought conditions (when the streamflow at the Merrill gage is greater than the
7Q10 flow of 917 cfs), water would be stored behind the dams constructed on Big and Little Cedar
Creek, and flow release below the dams would meet minimum flow requirement to be determined by
the Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ).

Under extreme droughts and when the streamflow at the Merrill gage is lower than the 7Q10 flow of
917 cfs, additional flows would be released from the reservoirs to augment flow in the Pascagoula River.
Figures 1-3 and 1-4 present a graphic illustration of the operation plan for the proposed reservoirs. The
proposed project’s operational plan, including water releases below dams, reservoir and shoreline
management plan, has not been determined.

Figure 1-3. Proposed Reservoir Operation Scenarios — Normal Operation Plan
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Figure 1-4. Proposed Reservoir Operation Scenarios — Drought Operation Plan
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The proposed project is expected to provide additional public recreational opportunities as new water
parks similar to those already operated by PHWD are planned. The PHWD is a Mississippi State Agency
that provides camping, cabins and recreational facilities in Mississippi and is responsible for managing
the rivers and their tributaries along the Pascagoula River Basin in Southeastern and East Central
Mississippi. Figure 1-5 shows the existing lakes and water parks managed by PHWD, as well as the
location of the proposed lakes. The proposed recreational facilities will be similar to PHWD’s other
water parks with:

e Cabins

e Boat launches

e R.V. hook-ups

e Shelters

e Camping sites

e lLodge halls

e Waterslides

e Nature trails, etc.

13
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Figure 1-5. Existing Lake and Water Parks Managed by PHWD
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2 SCOPING PROCESS

The purpose of the public scoping process is to identify the key areas that will be the focus of the
environmental analysis in the EIS, and to identify a range of alternatives that should be considered.

The permit application for the proposed project was submitted on August 25, 2015. The Corps issued a
30-day public notice on September 4, 2015. The initial comment period was extended an additional 30
days using a public notice issued on October 1, 2015. Following consideration of comments received for
the application, the Corps determined that preparation of an EIS is required because of potential
impacts of the propose project. The Corps announced its intent to require an EIS and hold a scoping
meeting in the Federal Register on December 23, 2016. The 45-day scoping process comment period for
the Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project EIS occurred from December 23, 2016 to February 6,
2017. The scoping meeting for the EIS was held on January 24, 2017. The public notice and the EIS
scoping process comment periods solicited feedback from the public, governmental agencies, and
organizations that may have an interest in the project, and property owners adjacent to the proposed
project to ensure that substantive issues, concerns, alternatives, and impacts are adequately addressed
in the EIS. Scoping is required by the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) 1979 regulations (40 CFR
1501.7). Public involvement early in the scoping process is the first step in providing a solid foundation
for all project activities.

The following section describes the scoping process for the Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project
EIS, which included public notifications and a public scoping meeting.

2.1 Notifications and Mailings

The public was informed of the Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project EIS through a number of
media, including a Notice of Intent in the Federal Register, public notice, news release, mailings, email
notifications, and a project website.

2.1.1 Notice of Intent and Public Scoping Period

The Notice of Intent (NOI) starts the scoping process, which is the period in which the federal agency
and the public collaborate to define the range of issues and possible alternatives to be addressed in the
EIS. The USACE published an NOI in the Federal Register on Friday December 23, 2016, announcing the
preparation of an EIS for the proposed Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project EIS (Appendix A). The
NOI marked the beginning of the 45-day scoping process comment period. The public scoping comment
period occurred from December 23, 2016 to February 6, 2017.

2.1.2 Public Notice and News Release

The USACE issued the initial public notice on December 21, 2016, announcing the date, time, location,
and purpose of the public scoping meeting (see Appendix B).

15
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In addition, the USACE issued a news release on January 9, 2017, to inform media outlets and the public
about the USACE’s decision to prepare an EIS and provided information about the public scoping
meeting and public comment period (see Appendix B).

2.1.3 Notification Mailing

On January 9, 2017, a notification postcard was distributed via US Postal Service mailings to 124
property owners that would potentially be affected by the project (within the footprint of the proposed
project). These notifications provided information about the upcoming scoping meeting, and
information about how to get involved and make comments. Email notifications were sent to a list of
stakeholders prior to the scoping meetings, anytime the project website was updated, and prior to the
close of the scoping period. Appendix B contains the mailing postcard as well as the email notifications
that were sent out during the scoping period.

2.1.4 Project Website

A project website was constructed by the third party EIS contractor and made available to the public on
December 23, 2016 (https://georgecountylakeseis.com/en). The purpose of the website is to provide

public access to project-related materials and scoping meeting information. The project website
features public meeting information, frequently asked questions about NEPA, and links to download
project documents, including the NOI and meeting materials, and was a source for comments from the
public during the scoping period. Updates to the EIS project are posted on a regular basis to inform the
public of the status of the project. Interested parties were able to sign up to be a part of the email list
from the site to be notified of project updates or the availability of new information. A comment tool
was activated during the 45-day scoping period to collection public comments via the electronic form
provided on the project website.

2.2 Scoping Meeting

An open house public scoping meeting was held on January 24, 2017, from 5 to 8 p.m. The meeting was
held at the George County Senior Citizens Building, 7102 Highway 198 East, in Lucedale, Mississippi,
which is located in close proximity to the potential project site.

2.2.1 Scoping Meeting Format

The public scoping meeting followed an open house format to accommodate the public’s varying
schedules. This format provided meeting attendees the opportunity to obtain project information, ask
questions of the USACE representatives and the EIS team, and to submit their verbal and/or written
comments. Attendees were presented with the information supplied by the Applicant regarding
background, purpose of and need for the project, operation concept, an outline of the NEPA process,
and potential impacts. Information stations were organized as follows:

e Welcome
e Project Overview
e Purpose and Need; Operation
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e Alternatives

e Potential Impacts

e EIS Process and Organization

e Public Involvement and How to Comment

Multiple public comment stations were set up, including

e astation for submitting handwritten comments on provided comment forms,
e astation for providing verbal comments with a certified court reporter, and
e astation with computers for attendees to submit comments online through the EIS website.

Approximately 315 people attended the public scoping meeting. The USACE provided briefing of project
overview and the EIS process twice during the scoping meetings to accommodate the public’s varying
schedules. The briefing was provided at the beginning of the meeting (approximately 5:30pm), and
toward the mid-point of the meeting (approximately 6:50pm) during the 3-hour scoping meeting open
house. The scoping meeting sign-in sheets can be found in Appendix D. Scoping comments are listed in
Appendix E. Photos from the meeting can be found in Appendix F.

2.2.2 Displays and Handouts

Poster exhibits were displayed at each of the open house stations (Appendix C). The following handouts
were provided to meeting attendees (Appendix C):

e Comment Form
e EIS Fact Sheet
e NEPA Process Fact Sheet and How to Comment

2.3 Agency Coordination

2.3.1 Cooperating Agencies

Cooperating agencies with jurisdiction by law or technical expertise can participate in the NEPA process
in a variety of ways to discuss their concerns, provide review of sections pertaining to their authorities
or special expertise, or provide assistance and advice to the USACE. This cooperation promotes agency
participation and facilitates the NEPA review process.

After issuing the NOI, the USACE invited all appropriate Federal regulatory and resource agencies
regarding their participation in the NEPA process. The US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) agreed to be
a cooperating agency for the Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project EIS.

2.3.2 Coordinating Agencies

The USACE will continue to coordinate with the following agencies throughout the development of the
Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project EIS on an as-needed basis, and through the public comment
process after the DEIS is made available for public review:
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e US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

o Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ), including the Office of Land and
Water Resources (OLWR)

e Mississippi Department of Marine Resources (MDMR)

e Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, & Parks (MDWFP)

o Mississippi Department of Archives and History (MDAH)

e National Marine Fisheries Services (NMFS) - National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA)

18



Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project Final Scoping Report
Environmental Impact Statement 05/12/2017

3 SCOPING COMMENTS

This section includes a brief description of the methods used to process the comments received during
the scoping period, a summary of the issues identified from the scoping comments, and the results of
comment analysis.

3.1 Comment Processing
The USACE received comments via the following media during the scoping period:

e Project website comment form

e Hard-copy comment forms

e Mailed letters

e Emailed letters

e Verbal comments submitted to a court report (at the public meeting)

All comments received in response to the initial public notices (in 2015) and the scoping process
comment periods were included in the EIS scoping comments.

All submissions were scanned and/or stored electronically. A database was used to compile and
categorize comments and generate summary reports. Typically, submissions contain multiple comments
on various topics. All received comments were reviewed by the project team and individually
categorized by comment content and entered into a database. Comments were organized and analyzed
by topic (resource area). Where comments applied to several categories, they were listed under each
topic, ensuring that each comment was fully captured and assessed relative to the category of topic
being evaluated.

3.2 Summary of Scoping Comments Received

The following sub-sections provide an analysis of comments received by format, by commenter, and by
major topic (resource area) categories. The issues identified for consideration in the EIS are summarized
based on the comments received.

3.2.1 Types of Comments Received

The USACE received a total of 4,474 comment submissions during the scoping period. Of the 4,474
comment submissions, 286 are unique submissions, 4,187 are from identical form letters generated
from a website, and one submission was a petition with multiple signatures. Table 3-1 summarizes the
number of submissions received by media format. Some commenters made submissions using multiple
formats (e.g., submitted comments on the website and also through a letter). This table counts them as
separate submissions unless the context of the comments was identical. Some submissions were
received on behalf of multiple parties (petitions), which were counted as a single submission. However,
form letters with identical content were counted as individual submissions, since they came from
individual addresses.
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Table 3-1. Summary of Comment Submissions by Media Format

Final Scoping Report
05/12/2017

Format Number of Submissions Percent of Total
Website (Comment Form) 76 1.7%
Verbal Comment (Court Reporter) 17 0.4%
Email Comment 90 2.0%
Letter (Petition)* 1 0.0%
Letter (mailed) 45 1.0%
Letter (Form email)® 4,187 93.6%
Comment Form (Public Hearing) 58 1.3%
Total 4,474

‘A petition was submitted on behalf of 262 individuals. This would be counted as one submission.

? A letter/email submitted on behalf of multiple parties or agencies would be counted as one submission.

® An identical form letter was received 4,187 times (submitted through the American Rivers website). These
submissions were counted individually.

Table 3-2 summarizes the number of submissions received by type of commenter.

Table 3-2. Summary of Comment Submissions by Type of Commenter

‘ Percent of Total

Format Number of Submissions

Public (Individuals / Property Owners / Businesses) 4,430 99.02%
Agencies (Federal and State) 7 0.16%
Local Governments and Utilities 8 0.18%
Non-Governmental Organizations 20 0.45%
Academia 9 0.20%
Total 4,474

Note: There were no comments received from Tribes or Regional Agencies.

3.2.2 Comments by Category of Concern

Within the comment submissions, individual comments were identified. A total of 17,942 individual
comments were identified from the 4,474 submissions. Each individual comment was organized by topic
and recorded in the comment database. Table 3-3 shows the number of comments by topic and by
commenter type. Analysis of the comments received yielded twenty major categories of concern. Figure
3-1 presents the number of comments received by topic graphically.
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Table 3-3. Number of Comments by Topic

Number of
Comments

Public
(Individuals
/ Property
Owners /
Businesses)

Letter

Agencies
(Federal
and State)

Final Scoping Report

Local
Government
and Utilities

Governmental
Organization

05/12/2017

Academia

General/Other 81 56 0 4 3 15 3
Air Quality 3 2 0 0 0 0 1
Alternatives 76 34 0 6 2 34 0
Cultural Resources 8 4 0 1 0 3 0
Cumulative Effects 25 12 0 0 0 13 0
Erosion, Soils and Geology 4230 33 4187 0 1 8 1
Hazardous and Toxic Materials 3 1 0 0 0 0
Land Use & Aesthetics 9 8 0 0 1 0 0
Mitigation & Monitoring 31 13 0 4 2 11 1
Navigation 2 2 0 0 0 0 0
Project Purpose & Need 4381 132 4187 6 5 49 2
Public Health and Safety (Dam Safety) 25 15 0 1 2 7 0
Public Involvement / NEPA Process 26 11 0 3 0 11 1
Recreation & Recreational Resources 44 30 0 2 3 9 0
Socioeconomics & Environmental Justice 4319 101 4187 1 8 17 5
Threatened & Endangered Species 68 20 0 11 0 33 4
Water Quality 76 38 0 8 4 25 1
Water Quantity, Streamflow & Hydrology 4360 105 4187 15 4 41 8
Wetlands & Streams 36 19 0 7 2 6 2
Wildlife & Habitats 139 80 0 9 4 38 8
Total 17942 716 | 16748 78 41 322 37

Note: Comments that did not specify any specific issues were included in the general category. For example, comments expressing support or

opposition of the proposed project without any specific detail on issues of concern are grouped in this category.
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Figure 3-1. Number of Comments by Topic
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Breakdown

“*>400
350

300
250
200
150
100

Total Number of Comment

S 5 5 x5 5 .S 5 5 @ o . 5 x5
NI & &L \o‘f’oA & XY (\*\% oS S Q;d\ & & & © & \005\ L &
& P &L TS ORI SR DN X 2R G LN
N O Q}& &S L& &‘ﬁ S & Q};\% @ @%?’ QE &P O b"Q ReOIE SN
@ K\ )
& T & «fb & & & & & & $%\:°f e
¥ & F L NS X N S
(/& (10(0 (_)0\ ’bo 60 '5'&\0 (’}‘Q %’5@ eé,\ @'50 \\\‘ (\&b (8\\\0$ Q§\',b $\\
o P \3’0@{‘\% & \Aef(\ & & b‘&% &
o 2
<« RO A G
> B K <& L
X I & & &L &
SER RN o
° e® ® &
Y i
*>400= More than 400 comments were Comment Category Note: A total of 4,187 identical
received for this topic. form letters were received.

Note: Comments that did not specify any specific issues were included in the general category. For example, comments
expressing support or opposition of the proposed project without any specific detail on issues of concern are grouped in this
category.

3.2.3 Issues ldentified from Comments

The issues identified from the scoping comments are summarized in this section. The sub-sections are
organized by topic and listed in alphabetical order. The full comments for each topic/resource area are
presented in Appendix E.

III

Comments that did not specify any specific issues were included in the “general” category. For example,

comments expressing support or opposition of the proposed project without any specific detail on
issues of concern are grouped in this category. A total of 81 comments were categorized into this group.

3.2.3.1 Air Quality (including Greenhouse Gases)

There are a total of three comments in this category.

Greenhouse Gases

e Respondents were concerned by the fact that the creation of the reservoirs will worsen climate
change due to the amount of CO, and CH, that would be released. They would like more
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information on how much greenhouse gas will be emitted when the biota in the area is flooded
and decaying.

Air Quality during Construction

e Commenters also expressed concern about the air pollution that would result from the
construction of the proposed project. A full analysis of the air pollution from construction,
decaying matter, and loss of biota will need to be developed.

3.2.3.2 Alternatives

This comment category received 76 submissions. There was a general concern that the alternatives
analysis presented in the EA did not provide sufficient information. Many questioned the assumptions
used in the application, such as the pan evaporation rates used to estimate the effectiveness of the Lake
Okatibbee release, and asked that information be verified regarding whether the release from Lake
Okatibbee prevented shutdown of Chevron. Many supported “No Action” due to the potential impacts
of the proposed project. In summary, alternatives mentioned in the scoping comments for additional
analysis include the following:

No-action alternative

Water conservation and recycling by end users (especially industrial users) at the Port
Desalination to supply water to the Port at low flow

Water release from Okatibbee Reservoir

Water releases from all state-controlled reservoirs in the basin

Proposed project

Construction of two or more low-head dams or weirs to keep flows from the tributaries

NoukwnNE

flowing into the Pascagoula River

8.  Construction of upland ponds of no more than 1-3 acres and up to 3 feet deep with
notched flow baffles to regulate water releases toward wetlands instead of destroying
wetlands

9. Consideration of a 5,000-ft buffer around the proposed reservoirs

10. Drought resiliency and climate adaptation alternatives for the entire river basin

Further comments regarding alternatives are summarized below:

Agency Consultation

e Consult the MDEQ Office of Land and Water Resources (OLWR) on alternatives development
and analysis as there may be other alternatives that would be less environmentally damaging.

Water Efficiency and Conservation

e Commenters expressed interests in water efficiency and conservation for industrial reuse and
recycling; moving towards more sustainable agriculture and manufacturing.

e Exploring opportunities to recycle and reuse of industrial process water (gray water) at the Port.

e Verifying water withdrawal and operation information during the early 2000s. Chevron is the
main user of water from the Pascagoula downstream along with Mississippi Power, and minor
withdrawals by the Jackson County Utility District. Respondents stated that the Chevron refinery
dealt with the 2000 drought by limiting its use of water.
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e The demand is not there for creating reservoirs in Jackson and George Counties. Lake Okatibbee
can do what little is needed. Chevron has not requested augmented flow or man-made
intervention of the natural river flow in the future.

Low-Head Dams and Weirs

e Consider two or more low-head dams or weirs to keep more flows from the tributaries flowing
into the Pascagoula River.

Headwater Flow Augmentation from Okatibbee Reservoir and other Basin Reservoirs

e Consider headwater flow augmentation from Okatibbee Reservoir and/or other basin reservoirs
owned by PHWD during low flow conditions.

o Verify the effectiveness of past water release from the Okatibbee Reservoir upstream
Lauderdale County in times of low flow and drought; some recalled that the “1 BG release" from
Okatibbee restored flow and prevented shutdown of Chevron Refinery (verify information
presented in the EA).

o Verify and compare the use of pan evaporation rates at the proposed reservoir sites. The EA
used Starkville, Mississippi pan evaporation rates in their river flow model instead of Fairhope,
Alabama evaporation rates. Commenters were concerned that Pickering's climate model
inappropriately uses the higher of two available pan evaporation rates, which indicated that
Okatibbee Reservoir water releases are not sufficient to make a significant difference in
increasing Pascagoula River flows during droughts.

e Evaluate the state of Mississippi and the PHWD's authority to make releases from other existing
lakes and reservoirs.

e Evaluate additional releases from other lakes and reservoirs in the Pascagoula watershed as a
management tool to augment flows during low flow conditions. Stored water, managed by the
state of Mississippi, exists in a number of places in the Pascagoula River’s watershed in state
parks, MDWEFP fishing lakes, and in Pat Harrison Waterway District water parks and lake
properties.

Reservoir Buffer and Land Conservation

e Consider setting up a 5,000-foot-buffer around the reservoirs as undeveloped public lands. The
reason for restricting the human use of the land around the reservoir is to ensure that water
release can be made when the river needs it instead of being held back to please home owners
or users of a recreational park. Even water park usage without real estate development could
have some scheduled event planned a year ahead that would be negatively impacted if the
waters were released at the same time due to an unexpected drought.

e Maintain surrounding lands as wilderness, ex: control-burned, managed biologically to maximize
a natural diverse habitat, no human footprint that would encourage maintaining water levels,
not even a boat launch.

e Consider purchasing the land under and around the reservoirs for conservation in perpetuity.
The land could be purchased by any of the agencies or land trust groups working to restore
habitats in Mississippi.

Desalination

e Consider desalination options — both seawater and brackish groundwater.
e Consider construction of a desalination plant at Bayou Cassotte.
e Use updated costs for comparison.
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e Consider capacity options for desalination, not just for the 100-MGD capacity (upper limit of the
permitted withdrawal).

Upland Ponds for Wetlands Enhancement

e Consider construction of upland ponds of no more than 1-3 acres and up to 3 feet deep as an
alternative to the 2,800 total acre reservoirs. Ponds with notched flow baffles could be used to
regulate releases toward wetlands rather than destroying fully functioning high quality
wetlands. These ponds also could hold back water during dry times. A system such as this could
be expanded across the entire Pascagoula, Leaf, Chickasawhay flood plain to slow down the
velocity of flood waters and recharge soils so that in dry times.

Bank and Sediment Management

e Consider removing unwanted beavers that continue to erode the banks and cause the banks to
cave in and fill the river.
e Consider dredging the river, making it deeper and creating more water flow.

Drought Resiliency and Climate Adaptation for the Basin

e Assess alternatives for addressing drought resiliency in the entire basin.

e Consider developing a climate adaptation plan for the Pascagoula River Basin instead of
constructing the proposed dams. The state of Mississippi has not developed a statewide
adaptation plan for climate change preparations.

3.2.3.3 Cultural Resources

This comment category received eight comments. The comments are summarized below:
Cultural Resources

e Respondents who commented about cultural resources focused on the impacts the river has on
local culture and people whose occupation relies on the river, such as artists and musicians.

e Respondents would like a full cultural resources investigation conducted for the proposed
project to identify any and all cultural resources that would be impacted.

Historic Site

e There was concern about a local cemetery, the Bethlehem Cemetery, which is home to many
historic African-American Creole communities and is located in an area that would be flooded by
the proposed project. Respondents do not believe this should be flooded or affected due to its
cultural significance.

Heritage Area

e Commenters believe that the proposed project is in opposition to the publically-vetted and
politically-approved Mississippi Gulf Coast National Heritage Area, whose coverage includes
George and Jackson Counties.

3.2.3.4 Cumulative Effects

This comment category received 25 comments. The comments on this topic are summarized below:
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e Include evaluation of cumulative impacts in the EIS, which result from the incremental impact of
the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions
regardless of what agency (Federal or non-Federal) or person undertakes such other actions and
which can result from individually minor but collectively significant actions taking place over a
period of time.

e Assess whether the Mississippi Coastal Program (MCP) and the related Mississippi Wetlands Use
Plan (MWUP) would allow this propose project to be implemented. Evaluate changes or
exceptions to the MCP and the MWUP if the proposed project is to be approved. Evaluate the
cumulative and secondary direct and indirect impacts this proposed project have on Pascagoula
River in regards to the MCP and the MWUP.

e Identify restoration projects being proposed within the Pascagoula River Watershed and
estuarine ecosystems, including projects receiving funding from the state of Mississippi and the
Deep Water Horizon recovery funds. Determine if the proposed project will adversely affect the
identified restoration projects.

e Evaluate potential impacts on the Mississippi Coastal Preserves.

e Evaluate and quantify the incremental and cumulative losses of freshwater flows and potential
for increased sediment needs.

e Evaluate the change of sediment flow to the estuaries along the coast.

e Assess cumulative impacts resulting from expansion of roadways, habitat fragmentation due to
increased residential and commercial development, stormwater runoff, and other infrastructure
due to the proposed project spurring recreational development.

e Identify and describe the environmental consequences on the following species: oyster, shrimp
and bait fish; evaluate potential conflicts with recommendations from Mississippi Governor's
Oyster Council’s final report (2016): "Discourage freshwater depleting projects and educate
decision makers on impacts of major freshwater depleting projects." Impact to oyster survival is
of special concern.

e Evaluate potential change to salinity patterns in the Mississippi Sound.

e Investigate changes in factors such as water temperature, sediment, nutrient loads and flow
rates on the ecology of the Pascagoula and downstream ecosystems

e Include studies and dam removal projects when calculating cumulative flora/fauna species
impacts.

e Include cumulative impacts associated with the recreational features to the existing flora/fauna
species within the study area and downstream. Consider recreational features as “connected
action” to the proposed project.

e Assess causes of low flows, such as municipal and industrial water withdrawals, and the
cumulative impact of evaporation from reservoirs, land clearing, development, roads and
parking lots, agriculture, climate change, and the lack of water storage capacity.

e Delineate and describe both positive and negative impacts on the near-shore portions of
Mississippi Sound by the potential reduction of Pascagoula River flows and evaluate impacts to
mixing zones, existing habitat, proposed habitat construction and restoration and other factors

e Evaluate whether the propose project would benefit the Grand Bay National Estuarine Research
Reserve

e Assess the cumulative and direct and indirect impacts on the Pascagoula River in regards to
Upper and Lower Pascagoula Wildlife Management Areas.

e Consider the effects of climate change and sea level rise on the estuaries and marshes in the
lower Pascagoula River basin and the effects that regulation of flows from the Big Cedar Creek
watershed may have on Pascagoula River flow, salinity and salt wedge movement in the tidally
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affected section of the river, along with changes to plant life, upriver movement of salt tolerant
species of plants, and death of plant species that are not tolerant of increasing salinities.

e |nvestigate the potential future use of these proposed reservoirs for potential petroleum
development in Strategic Petroleum Reserve in nearby Richton, Mississippi (cancelled in 2011
due to public opposition).

e Verify claims of potential benefit by maintaining flows downstream on slowing or possibly
reversing salt water intrusion off the mouth of the Pascagoula River will help.

3.2.3.5 Erosion, Soils & Geology

Many people commented about the soil quality in the proposed area. This comment category received
4,230 comments (including 4,187 from identical form letters), or the fourth highest number of
comments. The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Soil

e Many commenters believe the soil in the project area is too sandy to hold water without it
leaking into the groundwater. They would like an analysis of the soil quality, its hydraulic
conductivity, how sandy it is, and the seepage rate through the soil in multiple areas of the
proposed project.

e Commenter noted that the site has not been properly characterized due to limited boring data
gathered. The complexity of South Mississippi's stratigraphy and accompanying hydrogeology
should be stressed.

e Commenters believe more data needs to be collected from additional sampling locations in
order to better understand the complexity of geology typical in the area.

e Respondents also would like to know if clay will have to be imported as a liner for the proposed
project if the existing soil is unsuitable for a lake.

e There were questions whether the Citronelle formation clays will meet the design specifications
for dam construction and if they exist in adequate quantity, or if soils will need to be imported.

Run-Off and Stormwater

e Commenters provided multiple concerns regarding stormwater runoff during construction and
how it will be managed.

e Some suggested preparing a Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan for enforcement during the
potential construction phase (note: this is required by MDEQ for any construction greater than 1
acre).

Sediment

e Many were concerned about the amount of sediment that will be blocked by the dam and the
effects on downstream estuaries and species that rely on it.

e Many would like to know how the sediment behind the dam will affect beaches and barrier
islands in the Gulf of Mexico.

Erosion

e Commenters were concerned that the displaced sediment would increase shoreline erosion and
therefore increase flooding in the areas near the shoreline.
e Some were concerned about the potential for large-scale bank failure and channel siltation.
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3.2.3.6 Hazardous Materials

This comment category received a total of three comments. The comments are summarized below:

One commenter expressed concern about hazardous and toxic materials in the area; current
registry of hazardous and toxic materials should be reviewed to evaluate potential
contamination of water from agriculture, horticulture and silviculture, as well as surface disposal
of tank washing from pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers.

3.2.3.7 Land Use & Aesthetics

Nine comments were related to land use and aesthetics of the area in vicinity of the proposed project.

The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Land Use

Many believe the land should only be used the way it is now, and using it for anything else
should be rejected.

Many are concerned about the inevitable residential and commercial development surrounding
the proposed reservoirs.

Many respondents believe that if the project is constructed, the surrounding areas should be for
public use and conservation, not for development.

More information on which areas will be private or public is requested in the EIS.

Aesthetics

Aesthetics of current habitat are favorable and would be destroyed if the proposed project was
completed.

Some commenters expressed that they prefer the project area to look as natural as possible if
the proposed project is built.

3.2.3.8 Mitigation and Monitoring

This comment category received a total of 31 comments. Many commenter expressed concern about

adequate mitigation efforts for the proposed project. Issues of concern include the following:

Develop mitigation plan (amount, type, timing, and monitoring of mitigation credits for streams
and wetlands) and compliance with 2008 Mitigation Rule and the Water Resources
Development Act (33 USC § 2283(d)).

Identify existing mitigation banks within the study area or surrounding area. Determine if
proposed project will impact existing mitigation banks and how these banks will be protected.
Consider mitigation for wildlife and loss of habitat and ecological mitigation for loss of
flora/fauna.

Estimate cost and discuss potential source of funding for mitigation.

Provide data for long-term effects of damming surface waterways, and provide mitigation
throughout the life cycle of the proposed project.

Consider providing a contingency plan for proposed mitigation.

Determine that the proposed project is not acquiring mitigation credits by the proposed
project’s indirect protection of downstream wetlands from adverse impacts of climate
variability.

Consider development of an Aquatic Relocation Plan to mitigate or offset loss of aquatic fauna.
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e Consider providing data reviewed by the Mobile District Mitigation Interagency Review Team
prior to deciding if proposed mitigation is acceptable.

e Evaluate the site selection process of the mitigation site. Provide legal description of perpetuity
ownership and funding for the protection of the selected mitigation site. Provide baseline
information for the selected mitigation site. Include feasibility and cost for the mitigation site.

e Provide functional/value of mitigation credits.

e Assess and determine if shore and nearshore areas will be part of the mitigation plan.

3.2.3.9 Navigation

This comment category received two comments. A few respondents submitted comments related to
navigation of the Pascagoula River.

e One recalled the era when the river was a deep channel and could be used year round, and
compared it to current conditions were summer navigation can be difficult.

e One comment was in regard to the difficulty of currently navigating the river during droughts,
and how restricting more water from the river will make this worse.

e lastly, one commenter pointed out the importance of navigating the river for the local saw mill
industry.

3.2.3.10 Purpose & Need

This comment category received 4,381 comments, or the highest number of comments received. The
comments on this topic are summarized below:

Economic Development and Recreation Benefits

e Many respondents supported the proposed project as it would provide economic and
recreational benefits to George County citizens and surrounding areas.

e Some respondents expressed support of the project as it would ensure sustainability for
downstream industry and economic growth.

e Many criticized the Applicant’s purpose and need indicating economic development may be
project drivers instead of drought resiliency.

e Some were concerned that the proposed project would be developed for recreation.

e Some were concerned about the inevitable commercial and residential development of the area
surrounding the proposed reservoirs.

e Several commented on the proposed project benefiting “a few landowners.”

e A few were concerned that those who oppose the project are not local and/or not informed
about project basics (e.g., confusion about dam location on the Pascagoula River versus the
tributaries).

Industrial Water Supply

e Commenters would like to see an objective analysis of the need for more water supply based on
climate change be studied in the EIS

e Commenters were concerned that this project would be developed to sustain industrial water
supply downstream (in Jackson County) instead of drought resiliency.

e There were concerns that the industries and other downstream users did not request this
project, and there is no demonstrated need for industrial water supply downstream.
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e Jackson County Board of Supervisors and the City of Pascagoula are on record in opposition of
the project.
e Commenters recommended several potential issues regarding industrial water supply for
evaluation:
0 Water levels/streamflow associated with past droughts — especially how low the water
levels dropped near Chevron’s water withdrawal intake during historical droughts
0 Interviews with former Chevron officials (Steven Renfroe and/or other) on the low flow
events during 1999-2000 (one commented that the water level did get very low and
could have affected Chevron’s ability to withdraw, and the water release from
Okatibbee Reservoir was effective during 1999-2000)
0 Verification of records of Chevron’s water purchase from Okatibbee Reservoir
[purchased 4 billion gallons (BG) and used 1 BG to supplement flow in the Pascagoula
River] and the statement that the release allowed Chevron to continue its operation
without shutting down
0 Identification of Chevron and Mississippi Power’s current and long-term water supply
plans, including additional groundwater withdrawal (verify recent permits) and intention
to withdraw more than current levels (40 million gallons per day [MGD]) from the
Pascagoula River (permitted for 100 MGD)

River Flows and Levels

e Respondents were concerned that river flows have been getting lower in early fall.

e A few respondents recalled the era when the river was a deep channel and could be used year
round, while now it’s so shallow in places, summer navigation can be challenging.

e One resident of the Agricola community commented that very little of Cedar Creek is usable by
individuals as it is very difficult to access.

e There was one concern that the same river 100 years ago was supporting steamboat traffic and
logging barges. Now, only kayaks can use it at certain times.

e One expressed support for the proposed project for inventory water supply need and
streamflows for better river level control.

e Some respondents believe that the river will continue to survive droughts in its natural state, as
it has historically.

e Many stated that the Pascagoula River is well-known for being the largest free-flowing river
system in the lower 48 states, and the proposed projects would threaten this status (also a
threat to eco-tourism), as well as the natural processes within the watershed.

e Several commenters believe that the application document (including the EA) did not
demonstrate that the new reservoirs could accomplish their stated purpose — that releasing
water from the new reservoirs will actually be able to meet the stream flow goals at the Merrill
gage.

e Commenters indicated that releasing water to increase flows in the Pascagoula River above the
annual 7Q10 target is not a compelling argument that the project will be protective of specific
habitat, fish, and wildlife. Other releases for fish and wildlife are generically offered in the EA
without adequate delineation of target species, amounts of water, timing, or risk being
presented.

e One commented on the importance of “saving every drop of water that we can collect off of
these tributaries to keep it from just going down the pipe into the Gulf of Mexico.”

e Some respondents stated that it makes far better sense to retain the natural flow regime of the
Pascagoula River rather than alter it under the pretense of improving ecosystem health.
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Climate Change

Some local residents are concerned that drought conditions are becoming a factor throughout
South Mississippi. Others questioned whether drought would be an issue for South Mississippi.
Many commented that drought is a natural part of any ecosystem and the river has sustained
through many natural changes over the millennia.

Comments noted that residents have been forced to drill deeper for home and farm water wells;
hay and crops have been affected the last few seasons.

Some would like to see the latest climate change research to determine if more severe droughts
are expected.

Some commenters would like to see streamflow data comparisons for droughts versus flood
conditions.

One respondent was concerned that "drought" may not be the problem in this latitude. Some
studies have predicted high humidity and rainfall, with constant relatively warm weather (a sort
of rain forest climate).

The future climate/drought projections are uncertain. There also may be more floods, increased
rainfall and more flashiness in the streams of the Pascagoula River basin.

Climate change predictions for this area, including predictive scenarios and percentage
likelihood of future "extreme droughts" should be included in the analysis.

The effects of climate change are only presented using deterministic estimates. This is not
realistic as there are numerous, equally plausible climate models that make predictions about
how temperature, CO,, and precipitation regimes will change. Displaying the mean value of one
of these does not capture the expected variation. Given the expected variation, it is not clear
how necessary this project is given the lack of context presented in the estimate.

EIS Process (related to Purpose and Need)

The basic justification for the project should be examined before any new data is gathered.
Some questioned the basis for the USACE to continue the EIS if the stated need cannot be
verified/justified.

Reservoir Operation

Commenters were concerned that this project is developed with recreation, real estate and
economic development in mind and will not be operated for drought resiliency.

There was a concern that lake-front property owners and businesses will prevent the reservoirs
from being drained to maintain flows in the Pascagoula River.

Concern was conveyed about the Applicant’s intention and plans to balance the operation of the
reservoirs in time of drought when water release is needed to augment flows in the Pascagoula
River.

There were concerns expressed about more frequent rainfalls and flooding from the reservoirs,
as well as questions about operation of the reservoir during flood or high rainfall seasons.

3.2.3.11 Public Health and Safety

This comment category received 25 comments. The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Dam Safety
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e Respondents expressed major concern regarding public safety in regards to the possibility of a
dam breach.

e They would like to know how a dam breach would be prevented, and if one did occur, which
areas would experience flooding, how high the water would rise, what would be used to
communicate to the public in case an evacuation is necessary, as well as how much time the
public would have to evacuate.

e More information regarding an emergency response plan will need to be provided.

e Commenters who are concerned about dam safety would also like more information on how the
dam will be operated: when the water will be released and how it will be operated during high
rainfall events.

Federal Emergency Management Area (FEMA) Maps

e Commenters would like more information on how FEMA maps will be updated as well as the
preparation of an Emergency Action Plan as the proposed dams would be considered “high
hazard dams.”

Public Health

e Afew commenters expressed concern about septic tanks that currently exist close to the
location of the proposed project. More information needs to be collected on the safety of these
tanks if the water table rises with the reservoirs.

3.2.3.12 Public Involvement and NEPA / EIS Process

Multiple commenters submitted responses about public involvement as well as the NEPA and EIS
process. This comment category received 26 comments. The comments on this topic are summarized
below:

Public Involvement

e Many comments were about communication with the public; suggestions included more
communication with the public throughout the EIS process and more public meetings in various
locations in Southern Mississippi.

e Multiple commenters feel that public funding should not be spent on the proposed project;
instead, funding may be better spent for state and local agencies to work with the communities
in George and Jackson Counties to develop an alternative plan to boost their recreation and
economic growth.

NEPA Process and Agency Involvement

e More agencies need to be involved in the proposed project as well as more stakeholders from
the area, including MDEQ, to evaluate the impacts to surface water and public health, and
MDMR, who needs to decide on the necessity for a Coastal Zone Consistency Review and
determine if this project if this is a freshwater depleting project.

e A few comments were from other agencies that were not consulted about the project and
believed they needed to be. Those included the MDEQ OLWR, who would like to be consulted
regarding river flow and lake operations, and the Mississippi Commission on Marine Resources
(CMR), who administers the Dam Safety Program with OLWR to protect life and property from
damage from dam failures through permitting, monitoring, and inspection.
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Federal Regulation

Respondents submitted concerns regarding the NEPA process and the CWA Section 404.
Commenters would like a thorough investigation to determine if the proposed project would
violate Section 404. Many commenters agree than an EIS should be completed for this project,
but that only the purpose and need should be completed and evaluated before more money is
spent to complete a full EIS.

State Regulation

One comment particularly called out the MDMR Code Section 57-15-6 for possible violation if
the proposed project is completed.

A second comment stated that Mississippi Code Ann. 51-15-119 would also be violated. This
needs to be researched and addressed in the EIS.

3.2.3.13 Recreation

This comment category received 44 comments. The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Facilities

Multiple respondents expressed concern about the facilities that will be built on and around the
proposed lake. They would like to be provided more quantitative information regarding what
types of facilities will be built and accessible by the public (number of cabins, camping spots,
pavilions, boat ramps, etc.).

Commenters also expressed concern as to whether the secondary recreational purpose is
guaranteed with the construction of the reservoirs, or if there is a possibility that the project
could proceed without the recreational facilities.

The potential adverse impacts from the proposed recreational features should be identified.

Public Access

A few commenters referred to another local project at Plant Daniel that was advertised with
promises of public access, but once it was built the public was denied access. Addressing who
will have access to the facilities should be presented in the EIS.

Public access to the lakes is a concern. Respondents would like to know if the surrounding area
is developed for private use, and will the plan for recreational facilities be reduced or changed.

Operation and Funding

Information needs to be provided on how the PHWD will fund the maintenance of the facilities.
Compare revenue and number of visitors at PHWD’s other parks.

Other Forms of Recreation and Alternative Sites

Many welcome the additional recreational opportunities the proposed project would provide;
however, others indicated that recreational opportunities from the river are preferred.

Many commenters expressed concern about the impacts the project would have on other types
of recreation, such as kayaking and rafting downstream in the Pascagoula River. Respondents
mentioned that this type of recreation is of higher importance and possibly more popular over
the types of recreation that the proposed project would offer. An analysis of the impacts to
other recreation on the Pascagoula River will need to be developed.
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e The EIS should compare the other recreational facilities nearby and estimate how many people
would choose the proposed lakes over existing lakes. Commenters were divided in opinions if
existing resources were sufficient.

Permit Requirement

e Determine permitting associated with the proposed recreational features of the project. Provide
location and design of the proposed recreational features (i.e., cabins, RV spaces with
water/sewer and electricity, camping sites, boat ramps, etc.).

3.2.3.14 Socioeconomic Conditions

Many commenters expressed concern for socioeconomic-related issues. This comment category
received 4,319 comments (4,187 from identical form email), or the third highest number of comments.
The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Property Displacement and Compensation

e One of the biggest concerns is how property owners in the area will be impacted.

e Commenters would like more information on whether the homes will be taken using eminent
domain, when the property may be flooded, how much of their property the homeowners will
be able to keep, and how homeowners will be compensated for any land lost to the proposed
project.

e Some would like to see a list of properties to be impacted by the proposed project.

Impacts to Population, Traffic, and Crime

e Respondents also want a quantified estimate of how many more people would be coming to the
area, and if traffic or crime would increase.

Impacts to Businesses and Eco-Tourism

e Some respondents are concerned about how businesses in the proposed project area will be
affected.

e Many are strongly concerned about eco-tourism and its strong impact to the Gulf Coast
economy. Many believe the proposed project will negatively impact eco-tourism companies
associated with nature tours, charter fishermen, and kayaking.

e Respondents would also like to know how increased traffic from people using the proposed
recreational facilities would help small businesses in the project area.

e Other businesses that are of concern are the local pine harvesting companies. The area of the
proposed project is home to a large pine harvesting industry.

e Commenters would like to see an economic impact analysis for the proposed project, the value
of eco-tourism versus lakefront recreation, and the economic impact to recreational fishing for
sport/game fish species in the Lower Pascagoula River and Pascagoula Bay and industry
(cost/benefit analysis).

Funding Sources

e Respondents expressed significant concern on funding sources for the project. They would like
more information on who will be funding the project, and if the project is funded by state or
local governments, how their taxes will be affected.
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There was also a strong disagreement that funding should come from the BP Deep Horizon
money or the Katrina Relief Grants.

Utility and Infrastructure Replacement

A few other concerns from commenters included the cost to rebuild infrastructure that will be
affected by the proposed project. This includes replacement for roads, bridges, and utilities.
Respondents believe that the cost for utility and infrastructure replacement should be analyzed
and added to the cost of the project.

Dam Breach and Flood Insurance

There is also wide concern for the cost of repairing and replacing properties damaged during a
potential dam breach.

Commenters also shared a large concern for how flood insurance will be affected for homes
downstream of the proposed dam.

A full cost analysis should be developed to estimate the costs associated with a potential dam
breach and flood.

Environmental Justice

Respondents were concerned about what groups of people will be impacted by the project.
They would like to know if any low-income or vulnerable economic groups will be displaced or in
any other way negatively affected by the project.

They would also like to know which groups of people or individuals will economically benefit
from this project (local real estate or local families).

Lastly, they would like to know if this would benefit any industries downstream (such as
Chevron) and how any companies who pull water from the Pascagoula River will be financially
impacted.

In addition, some were concerned about public access to proposed lakes being limited to a few.

3.2.3.15 Threatened & Endangered Species

This comment category received 68 comments. The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Agency Coordination and Biological Survey

Consider a detailed listing and enhanced descriptions of potentially affected species.
Comments identified five federally listed species and two additional species of state concern —
these will need to be reviewed for updates in EIS.

Include potential impacts to species of concern.

Complete Section 7 Consultation with USFWS prior to any species surveys.

USFWS stated that the Applicant’s biological survey report contained insufficient information for
the Corps and USFWS to determine the impacts of the proposed projects on listed species.
Suggested that proposed 1) biological survey protocol(s) and 2) qualifications of surveyors be
submitted to USFWS for review and approval.

Consider formal consultation with USFWS and the National Marine Fisheries Service.

Consider action area — areas to be affected both directly and indirectly by the proposed project
(not just footprint of the lakes).

35



Pascagoula River Drought Resiliency Project Final Scoping Report
Environmental Impact Statement 05/12/2017

Spawning Area and Species

Verify and evaluate impacts to known spawning areas of threatened and endangered
anadromous fishes upstream of the Big Cedar Creek confluence with the Pascagoula River; the
confluence has been identified as a cool water refuge (thermal refuge) used by adult striped
bass.

Study options of water releases below the dam to minimize the adverse impacts to species using
the proposed project area for spawning.

Evaluate potential impacts to Gulf sturgeon in Pascagoula River in George County, and Jackson
County is a critical habitat for Gulf sturgeon.

There are concerns that increasing or augmenting flow in the lower reaches of the Pascagoula
River would provide no benefit to Gulf sturgeon spawning upstream of the confluence of the
Pascagoula River and Big Cedar Creek.

Consider providing mitigation plans for the Gulf sturgeon.

Gopher Tortoise

Consider conducting gopher tortoise burrow surveys within 20 feet of the project site, and
coordinate with MDWFP and USFWS regarding the results. Include a population study of gopher
tortoises abutting land outside of the study area to determine if the population would be
adversely affected by the proposed project.

Consider providing mitigation plans for the gopher tortoise.

Aquatic and Terrestrial Habitats

Include additional analysis and descriptions on impacts to aquatic and terrestrial habitats and
listed species. Include the habitat needs of listed plant species, black bear, dusky gopher frog,
yellow-blotched map turtle, Alabama red-belly turtle, pearl darter, freckled darter, saltmarsh
topminnow, Alabama shad, black pine snake, wood stork, swallow-tailed kite, red-cockaded
wood pecker, and sandhill crane.

Identify the species of quillwort found within the study area and abutting land. Survey the area
near Beesley Road of the proposed study area.

Evaluate potential impacts to species such as mussels/mollusks, arthropods, unique crayfish, fish
inventory, swallow-tail kites, endemic bids, and all classes of animal and plants that will be
impacted by the project.

Consider evaluating impacts to an undescribed species of topminnow (Fundulus sp.) that only
occurs in two tributaries to the Pascagoula River, including one that would be impounded by the
proposed project.

There were concerns about the proposed project’s impacts to several species, such as the
Alabama shad, a species of concern but not listed, and the Pearl darter, a candidate species
under the Endangered Species Act (ESA), both in the Pascagoula River and in Big and Little Cedar
Creeks.

Include impacts associated with changing the type and function of impacted wetlands from
ephemeral wetlands to fringe lake wetlands and its impacts to wildlife species.

Timing and Impacts of Low Flow Events

Consider providing supporting documentation that past low flow events/droughts have had an
adverse impact on listed species and biological diversity, and how the proposed project will
mediate these impacts.
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e Evaluate timing and frequency of low flow events — if low flows occur mostly during fall and
winter months, it may coincide with the time of minimal potential impacts to the listed species
in the Pascagoula watershed.

e Analyze literature citations for data and research showing adverse effects to flora/fauna of dam
construction and operation on freshwater systems.

e Provide data that existing and past low river flows have adversely affected listed flora/fauna
species.

Habitat Protection

e Consider requiring that all land within 5,000 feet of lake shorelines be purchased for protection
of habitat, including creating fire-adapter longleaf and slash pine where suitable, and wetlands
and wet woods be added to the Pascagoula Game Management Area nearby to avoid the
primary purpose and need (drought resiliency) from being affected by secondary or indirect
benefits (recreation and real estate development).

3.2.3.16 Water Quality

This comment category received 76 comments. The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Parameters for Evaluation

e Many are concerned about the changes to water quality 1) downstream of the dam, 2) at the
mouth of Cedar Creek to the Pascagoula River, and 3) Pascagoula River to Mississippi Sound.
Commenters would like to see changes to water quality parameters to be evaluated in the EIS,
including pH, temperature, turbidity, oxygen, sediment load, and nutrients.

e Analysis of water quality impacts related to listed species, habitats, and seafood production
should be considered.

e Concerns were expressed about loss of free-flowing water, stagnation of water in the reservoir,
and potential bacteria build-up.

e Study/review if Pathogenic Vibrio bacteria would be increased due to the proposed project.

Wastewater and Treated Effluent Discharge

e Thereis a sewage plant on Little Cedar Creek that serves Lucedale, Mississippi. The stream
section below this plant is biologically impaired according to MDEQ water quality data. Water
quality problems associated with impounding an impaired stream should be considered.

e Commenters expressed concern for the health of the Pascagoula River — investigate wastewater
discharges from house boats and WWTPs and silt/sedimentation issues.

Impacts from Developments

e Several commenters were concerned about the introduction of pollutants from increased boat
use on the newly formed reservoirs, introduction of pollutants from runoff and new
impermeable surfaces for RV and automobile parking, and increased turbidity and pollution
from heavy recreational use.

e Commenters expressed concerns about the water quality impacts from increased residential
and commercial development surrounding the reservoirs.

Thermal Refuge
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Several commenters were concerned about the impacts to the thermal refuge at the mouth of
Cedar Creek to the Pascagoula River.

Contamination from Septic Systems

Salinity

There were several comments regarding the residences currently on individual septic systems in
the area of the proposed reservoirs in George County. Commenters would like the EIS to
consider the potential effects of inundated septic systems and those that will be near the lake
edge or below the water level, both in terms of public health and in terms of nutrient overload
leading to eutrophication.

Commenters also expressed concern about future septic system problems from homes that may
be built around the reservoirs, as well as leaking sewer lines.

We receive 19 comments concerning the potential impacts to salinity. These comments are summarized

below:

Commenters have strong concern about the proposed reservoirs altering the salinity patterns
downstream due to both reduced flow from Cedar Creek to the Pascagoula River and the
change of freshwater inputs to estuarine areas.

Changes of salinity in streamflow downstream may impact ecosystem, protected species, oyster
and seafood production.

The claimed environmental benefit of maintaining downstream estuarine salinity regimes is not
supported by the available data because it is unclear how much water will actually be allowed to
flow downstream, especially in light of consumptive water withdrawals.

The reduction in fresh water flow and increase in salinity is in direct opposition to another
project currently underway, the Mississippi Coastal Improvement Program (MsCIP), which has as
one of its stated purposes, reducing the salinity of Mississippi Sound for the benefit of such
commercial species as the American oyster.

3.2.3.17 Water Quantity, Streamflow & Hydrology

This comment category received 4,360 comments, or the second highest number of comments (4,187
are from identical form letters). The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Changes to the Flow Regime

Creation of impoundments would alter natural flows in riverine systems. Unimpeded flow under
any condition, including low flows during droughts, is the nature of the river ecosystem and
there is no compelling environmental reason to change the river's status.

The proposed reservoirs may contribute to significant alterations of flow in the system by
reducing flows from Big Cedar and Little Cedar Creeks into the Pascagoula River.

The EPA Region IV believes that variable river flow regimes are part of the natural ecology of the
river and are critical for maintaining ecological structure and function of rivers and streams.
These naturally occurring variable flows include occasional drought flows that may actually
provide a benefit to some native species.

Designing projects based solely on addressing extreme low flows does not address the full range
of seasonal and inter annual variability of the natural flow regime.
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The overall, year-round hydrological impact of the proposed project (flood peak flows, non-
drought/normal base flows, net loss of water to the basin, etc.) should be established, instead of
just evaluating how the lake water release would impact drought phase 7Q10 compliance.

Flood stage river flows can be equally critical to habitat, fish, and wildlife.

There are impacts to riparian and wetland habitats when water levels fluctuate, but those
impacts are usually positive at broader spatial and temporal scales. The EIS should address the
value of the natural flow regime on ecologically and economically important natural resources.
Dams are likely to affect streams' natural dynamic equilibrium of hydrological process and
sediment transport, negatively affecting suitable habitats, biodiversity, and nutrient cycles
(Bunn and Arthington 2002; Hupp et al. 2009).

Downstream Impacts

More descriptions are needed for the plan to release flows below the dams into Cedar Creek
during drought and non-drought conditions and how this change would affect the flows in the
Pascagoula River.

Many are concerned that the proposed project would result in significant reduction of flows to
the Pascagoula River and a reduction in non-drought seasonal flows from the Cedar Creek sub-
basin.

Commenters felt that the creeks are well adapted to natural events but could be put at risk of
excessive scouring, bank erosion, off-season flooding from drought phase releases, etc.
Despite the documentation of low flow events, the Applicant has not analyzed and documented
the effects of low flows/droughts on areas downstream.

Dams may lead to riverbed deepening below the reservoir.

Flow alterations would likely affect downstream dischargers with existing National Pollutant
Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permits.

The EIS must address discharge release speed and downstream impacts to trees, plants,
animals, and river banks.

Consideration should be given to the annual loss of net flows, nutrients, and sediment to the
Pascagoula River, swamps, and marshes from the proposed project.

Agency Coordination

The MDEQ OLWR should be consulted about what hydrograph might be appropriate and for the
flow release below the proposed dams.

Data Selection

There were concerns about the data used to estimate the flow rates of Cedar Creek before and
after construction of the proposed reservoirs at it enters to the Pascagoula River.

It was suggested to perform careful evaluation of stream flow data at the Merrill gage over the
history of records (from 1930s).

Some commented about the use of streamflow data from the USGS gages upstream and
downstream of the proposed project area and the methodology used to estimate flows from
tributaries of the Pascagoula River (Black and Red Creeks, and Big Cedar Creek).

It was suggested that a gage be installed on Big Cedar Creek to collect flow data for a few years,
so that a range of flow conditions can be represented.

There were concerns about the Applicant’s choice of data (post-2000 period) for streamflow
characterization and concerns that the restricted breadth of data examined may have affected
the ability of the model to produce meaningful results.
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Technical Analysis

Some questioned the likeliness that water release from the proposed reservoirs would increase
flows at the USGS Merrill gage as the flow from the proposed reservoirs is approximately 35
miles below the gage.

The EA did not present adequate information for the public to analyze the location of water
releases from the new reservoirs in relation to the amount of water that could actually reach
the stream gage at Merrill or the hydrologic or spatial relationship between the lake releases
and the flows at Merrill gage.

Many assumptions for the proposed project were not validated in the EA, including 1) the
reservoirs will recharge the water table, 2) that evaporation can be managed, 3) water releases
will maintain desired flows, and 4) recreational, home owner, and industry use can be attained.
Additional analysis is needed about base flows and other aspects of the hydrologic regime of the
Pascagoula River.

Hydrologic modeling is needed to understand the water flow and storage components
throughout the entire basin. Specifically, advanced hydrologic modeling should consider
projected changes in the inputs, outputs, and storage parameters of the water budget relative
to a range of probable but divergent climate scenarios.

Inputs for water balance calculations need to be realistic and not sourced to favor the
Applicant's proposal.

The reservoir simulation model needs to account for evaporation and leakage and will need to
be rerun once the hydraulic conductivity criteria is established.

7010 Flow Limit

The 7Q10 flow limits are meant to be flow-based benchmarks primarily used to evaluate
proposals for water withdrawal and to calculate discharge limits for pollutants in NPDES
wastewater discharge permits. They can’t be directly correlated to the health of any specific
type of habitat or specific plant or wildlife species.

The 7Q10 method is not an ecological measure to protect aquatic habitat; 7Q10 should not be
used to make instream flow prescription for riverine stewardship.

In 1994, the Mississippi legislature amended state law to remove 7Q10 as the state’s sole
statutory standard by allowing the use of “any other streamflow rate that the commission may
determine and establish using generally accepted scientific methodologies considering
biological, hydrological and hydraulic factors.”

Commenters are concerned that the EA does not clearly present the scientific basis for the use
of 7Q10 flow limits set by MDEQ and the Commission on Environmental Quality, and it
misrepresents the correlation of the 7Q10 flow to the health of aquatic habitat in the
Pascagoula River.

Statistically calculated low flows such as the 7Q10 flow may vary based on geographic location,
period of records analyzed, climate change, and/or other anthropogenic issues.

Consideration should be given to a "compliance point" in the Pascagoula River and values for
determining the effectiveness of the release from these proposed reservoirs.

Reservoir Operations

The EA does not present sufficient details on reservoir operation; more information is needed
for the day-to-day operation and plans for operation during extreme climate events.
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The EA does not include enough specifics on water level management to support the
assumption that the project will reduce drought impacts on the Pascagoula River.

The EA does not provide sufficient information on how conflicts between land owners,
recreational users, and water management would be addressed.

The reservoir operation plans should describe how water levels will be managed with the
proposed project. Their water level operation plans should be evaluated with hydrologic
modeling that uses a range of probable but divergent climate scenarios.

The EA states that the Applicant would "minimize adverse recreation impacts to the maximum
extent possible" and further states "this will be done while insuring that sufficient water is
released whenever necessary and for as long as necessary to avoid drought impacts." Many
requested that the Applicant clarify how much water would be released during a sustained
drought while also sustaining recreational uses to the "greatest extent practical."

The reservoir operation plan needs to address how the operation of the reservoirs will balance
its primary purpose — drought resiliency and flow augmentation with its secondary purpose —
recreation. Trying to satisfy both interests without clear priority invites conflicts. The owners of
lake front properties likely will not want the lake levels to drop.

The reservoir operation plan needs to discuss water release when the proposed reservoirs reach
storage capacities and whether this release would flood property downstream.

An option for operation that would reduce negative effects of downstream flows is to allow the
water that is retained to flow from the outlet at the same flow rates and duration that would
naturally flow downstream without the dam present. In periods of exceptionally low rainfall, this
may require the entire pool to drain and potentially stranding aquatic fauna. Potential
inhabitants of the waterfront real estate would most likely find such requirements
unsatisfactory and demand a minimum pool level that satisfies aesthetic and functional use at
all times, which all but nullifies this potential restriction.

There is no indication of "fill-time" for the proposed reservoirs and impacts to Pascagoula River
flow during this fill-time.

The reservoir operation plan should address public access to the water and landowner rights.

Climate Change Forecasts

Commenters want details on the predicted increase in temperature, and associated evaporation
increases, due to climate change.

Analysis should include details on how climate change will affect rainfall totals, streamflow, and
frequency of extreme events.

Literature and science predict a range of scenarios for the Southeastern United States and the
lower Gulf states, indicating that there may be generally more or less rainfall that comes to the
region in a changing climate.

Evaporation & Water Losses

Some commenters assume that evaporative loss of water from the reservoir will likely reduce
flow into the Pascagoula River and thereby reduce water in the wetlands.

Some commenters assume that flows in Cedar Creek and the Pascagoula River would likely be
reduced during non-drought years from the net loss due to increased evaporation and ground
seepage from the two new reservoirs.

The EA mentions evaporation but provides no estimate of evaporative water loss from the
reservoirs. The expected water loss via lake evaporation should be quantified with modeling or
other accepted methods.
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For evaporation rates on reservoirs in this region, the EIS should objectively evaluate existing
pan evaporation rates for nearby stations used by the Applicant and consider conducting pan
evaporation rate studies in George County so an accurate value can be used for modeling
equations.

Evaporative losses need to be accounted for in a way (not in acre/feet or pan values) that the
public and agency decision-makers can use to make comments and decisions.

Some commenters were concerned that tropical reservoirs are particularly prone to colonization
by aquatic plants, which can lower reservoir levels and increase losses of water from
evaporation and transpiration.

Seepage

The seepage loss should be quantified and its effect on reservoirs storage assessed.
The EIS should evaluate the predicted lake leakage rate to bank storage and then the impacts to
groundwater table.

Base Flow

The term “base flow” is misused in the EA to mean "streamflow" rather than the contribution to
streamflow from groundwater. They present streamflow data in the EA but essentially no "base
flow" data.

More information is needed to substantiate the assertion that there is a long-term trend
indicating base flows are decreasing.

The proposed reservoirs would interfere with the supply of base flow from the terraces (note:
river terraces that extend along the side of a valley and represents a former level of the valley
floor).

The Applicant has not yet shown that Big Cedar Creek or Pascagoula’s base flows are impaired
or demonstrated that the proposed project can recharge groundwater and restore base flows.
Recharge claims should be studied with predicted rates and area of impact.

The Applicant makes claims about the reservoirs’ ability to bank storage and enhance base
flows; however, no lake leakage rate or annual amount has been calculated or presented.

Groundwater Impacts

The EA fails to show that the watershed's natural groundwater table is impaired and is in need
of restoration. More soil and engineering studies need to be performed to validate the claims
about groundwater storage.

The site has not been properly characterized due to limited boring data gathered. The
complexity of South Mississippi's stratigraphy and accompanying hydrogeology should be
stressed.

The existing and post construction geology and groundwater regime needs to be described in
more detail in order to evaluate the proposed reservoirs’ impacts to groundwater table and to
the downstream reaches of Big Cedar Creek.

There were conflicting comments regarding groundwater levels in the area. Some noted that
residents have been forced to drill deeper for home and farm water wells; some commented
that there have been no long-term changes observed in shallow groundwater levels in the
vicinity of the Pascagoula River, and therefore no restoration of water table levels that is
necessary.

These reservoirs cannot restore the subsurface flow pattern which discourages bottomland
hardwoods from surviving above saltwater channels in the lower Pascagoula River watershed.
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It is not clear if the intent of the proposed lake is to raise water levels in the Pascagoula River to
maintain higher water table conditions in the adjacent terraces, or if the reservoirs will directly
recharge the water table in the surrounding area of the reservoirs.

One commenter indicated that the proposed reservoirs are not in a location that would allow
them to provide recharge to the aquifers that are used for water supply in the area.

Sufficient data has not been provided to document the water supply issues this project would
address, i.e., long-term trends in declining surface water flows and groundwater table levels.
The EA predicted that constructing the reservoirs would disrupt shallow aquifers and
permanently disrupt some active water wells in the local area. The loss of this water supply is a
foreseeable impact that can cause affected well owners to either pay for new wells or join a
water system and be charged more money for using community water.

Bank Storage

Descriptions of "bank storage" are inconsistent and incorrect in the EA (narrative and drawings).
The description of the hydrological regime in the project area after project construction is
misleading or unsupported by data, particularly the discussion of "bank storage," ongoing loss of
lake water to the groundwater regime (lake leakage) and other aspects of groundwater
hydrology that could significantly impact the design, construction means and methods, overall
constructability, and operation of the reservoirs.

Flooding

Commenters are concerned about flooding of downstream residents during record rainfall or
hurricane events.

Design and operation measures should be incorporated in the proposed project to account for
high water from flooding and hurricane surge.

Impacts of a hurricane of the magnitude of Hurricane Katrina should be evaluated.

3.2.3.18 Wetlands & Streams

This comment category received 36 comments. The comments on this topic are summarized below:

Wetlands and Streams

Compare pre and post wetland acreage and quality/function; discuss if the project creates more
wetlands.

Include data from pre and post low river flow rates to determine if downstream wetland acres
may be adversely impacted.

Determine if the proposed impacts to the 1,200 acres of wetlands will adversely affect storm
damage from coastal storms (i.e., hurricanes, tropical depressions, etc.).

Review the EPA Section 404g Memorandum letter to the USACE concerning the Lower
Pascagoula River being an Aquatic Resources of National Importance; address other Federal
agency’s comments.

Provide data on freshwater flows into the Gulf Coast (Pascagoula Bay) and determine if coastal
wetlands are adversely affected from the proposed project.

Provide in depth data concerning the ecology, botany, marine biology, and ornithology for the
proposed impacts.

Provide specific types of wetland being impacted; use the Cowardin Code for Wetlands and
Deepwater Habitat Classification system.
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Provide the functional value of adversely-impacted wetlands.

Provide a wildlife habitat value index of pre-construction wetlands that are to be impacted by
the proposed project. Identify wildlife species that are utilizing the wetland habitats within the
study area.

Verify claims made by the 2015 EA that the proposed project will create annual wetlands out of
seasonal wetlands; jurisdictionally, there is not a difference between a “seasonal” or “annua
wetland.

Evaluate the need for the project to provide drought resiliency to wetlands.

Include data concerning the Pascagoula Watershed as a whole when determining the surface
and groundwater impacts. Determine the acreage and function/value of the Riverine Forested
Wetlands, found along the riparian corridors of Big and Little Cedar Creeks, being impacted by
the proposed project.

Provide a function/value, rapid assessment method, for existing streams within the study area.
Complete a more detailed wetland and other waters of the United States delineation within the
study area.

Determine mitigation plan with alternatives (i.e., on-site mitigation, off-site mitigation, in lieu
fee, Permittee Responsible Mitigation Bank, etc.), in compliance with 2008 Mitigation Rule.
Determine potential adverse impacts to the lower reaches of Big Cedar Creek and the
Pascagoula River.

Provide data concerning river/stream channel incision due to the proposed project. Literature
citation from Shields et al. (1994, 1998, 2010).

Identify management plan to deter invasive species from establishing post construction of
project.

III

3.2.3.19 Wildlife & Habitat

This comment category received 139 comments, or the fifth highest number of comments. The

comments on this topic are summarized below:

General

Salinity

Fishery

Consider creating a digitized habitat map of the study area in the EIS.

Describe stream habitat and include terrestrial and aquatic species currently utilizing the
habitat.

Evaluate direct impacts during the filling of the proposed project reservoirs, including how
downstream flows would be maintained during filling phase of the proposed project.

Identify wildlife species utilizing existing habitat (stream, wetland, and upland) and determine
which species will utilize post construction habitat of the proposed project.

Assess the changes in water quality of the existing streams versus the proposed reservoirs and
analysis of water quality impacts related to listed species and habitats.

Include/review post construction impacts from the Tanner Williams Road dam (Big Creek Lake)
on the Escatawpa River and Claiborne Dam on the Mobile-Tensaw River.

Provide salinity data of the Pascagoula River for pre and post construction of the proposed
project. Include potential impacts to wildlife if salinity values change.
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Consider completing a fishery biological assessment. Include all stages of life cycles and
spawning routes for Big and Little Cedar Creeks.

Provide fishery data and potential impacts to sturgeon species, paddlefish, shad, shiner, darter,
and striped bass fish species at the confluence of Big Cedar Creek and the Pascagoula River.
Determine if Gulf Sturgeon are utilizing Big and Little Cedar Creeks as nursery habitat.
Determine if the proposed project would provide critical habitat.

Provide flow data and silt loads of discharged water from the proposed project and impacts to
wildlife species.

Study/review literature citation, "Location of Thermal Refuge for Striped Bass in the Pascagoula
River" by D. C. Jackson, Eric D. Dibble, and J. F. Mareska. 2002. Journal of the Mississippi
Academy of Sciences. Vol. 47, No. 2.

Include data and potential impacts to American eel species from the proposed project.
Evaluate if low head dams or weirs are more advantageous to increase fishery habitat.

Flora/Fauna/Plants

Evaluate impacts to the biodiversity of flora/fauna. Coordinate flora/fauna species data
(biodiversity) and its dependence on the Pascagoula River habitats with the Pascagoula River
Audubon Research Center located in Moss Point, Mississippi.

Consider creating a detailed inventory of flora/fauna found within the study area for two years
prior to construction of the proposed project. The length of inventory would account for diurnal
and seasonal species.

Document Louisiana quill wort populations within the study area and downstream, and assess
potential impacts.

Identify existing and historic drought impacts to flora/fauna species within the study area and
within the Pascagoula River watershed.

Provide data and potential impacts of altered flow regime of the proposed project and its effects
to the existing flora/fauna species within the study area and downstream.

Include cumulative impacts associated with the recreational features to the existing flora/fauna
species within the study area and downstream. Consider recreational features as “connected
action” to the proposed project.

Evaluate impacts/benefits of the proposed project to flora/fauna species.

Oysters and Seafood

Evaluate if oyster populations would be impacted by the proposed project.

Determine if proposed project is in compliance with the Mississippi Department of Marine
Resources (MDMR) Oyster Management Plan and the Mississippi Governor’s Oyster Council’s
objectives, goals, and recommendations.

Assess potential impacts to estuarine fisheries for crab, shrimp, and estuarine fish species.
Include impacts to existing populations of freshwater mussels from the proposed project.
Perform analysis of water quality impacts related to seafood production.

Migratory Birds

Assess compliance with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and address loss of stopover
habitat for migrating birds.

Wildlife Management and Nature Reserve
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e Address potential impacts to the Pascagoula Wildlife Management Areas.

e Include Before-After-Control-Impact studies for the ecology of the Pascagoula River Watershed.

e Coordinate with the Nature Conservancy concerning potential impacts to the Charles 1H Deaton
Nature Preserve located in the Lower Pascagoula River Watershed.

Coastal Program

e Provide information on how the proposed project will compliment or help achieve the
objectives of the Mississippi Coastal Program, Mississippi Coastal Preserves Program, and
Mississippi Wetlands Use Plan.

3.3 Scope

3.3.1 Rationale for Selecting Significant Issues

The Corps considered every comment received during the public scoping process. These comments were
grouped into relevant categories for consideration. Based on guidance from NEPA, significant issues
were determined. An “issue” is a point of discussion, debate, or dispute about environmental effects.
NEPA regulations require that lead agencies (the Corps in the case of the Pascagoula River Drought
Resiliency Project) determine “the significant issues to be analyzed in depth in the environmental impact
statement” and to “identify and eliminate from detailed study the issues that are not significant” (40
CFR 1501.7). The process of identifying significant issues is called scoping. The overall purpose of scoping
is discussed in Section 1.1 of this document. The overall purpose of scoping is to focus the detailed
environmental review on those issues that are relevant to the proposal and decision to be made.
Significant issues are those environmental effects that warrant resolution either through development
of alternatives that reduce effects while achieving the proposed Project’s purpose and need through
application of mitigation measures, or both.

3.3.2 Significant Issues to be considered in the EIS Process

Based on the issues and recommendations identified in the scoping process, as well as guidance from
NEPA, the following significant general categories of issues will be the focus of the EIS. Specific resource
issues to be considered will be further refined as alternatives for inclusion in the EIS are finalized. The
following categories shown are not in any particular order. Some of the issues listed below are included
based on the USACE’s previous experiences with similar reservoir/lake EIS, in addition to the public
comments received.

Purpose and need

Water storage and availability

Stream hydrologic and hydraulic regimes, ecological flows

Historic and drought Impacts to Pascagoula River wetlands and stream ecology
Historic drought impacts to regional economy

Historic environmental impacts resulting from drought conditions on the Pascagoula River

N o v o~ w N oRe

Climate change
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8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24,

Alternatives to the proposed action
Water rights

Water quality

Wetlands and riparian resources
Fish, wildlife, critical habitat
Mitigation measures

Land use

Soils

Socioeconomics including environmental justice
Recreation

Transportation

Threatened and endangered species
Cultural resources

Dam safety

Flood hazards

Air quality

Secondary and cumulative impacts

Final Scoping Report
05/12/2017
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4 SUMMARY OF FUTURE ACTIONS

4.1 EIS and Public Involvement Process

The development of the Pascagoula River Drought

Resiliency Project EIS will occur in the following stages:

Scoping

Development of DEIS

Development od Final EIS (FEIS)
Record of Decision (Permit Decision)

P wNPR

Figure 4-1 shows the EIS process. This process is
anticipated to continue through 2018. Involvement of
interested agencies, stakeholders, and the public is
essential to ensuring informed decision-making at the
federal level as part of the NEPA process.

Figure 4-2. Steps for DEIS Development

Define Purpose & Need

Final Scoping Report
05/12/2017

Figure 4-1. EIS Process

Permit Application Submitted to USACE

Potentlal Significant Environmental
Impacts? Yes

Issue Notice of Intent (NOI) &
Initlate Formal EIS Scoping

Comment Period

Issue Record of
Decislon (ROD)

Figure 4-2 shows the steps for developing a DEIS. The immediate
next step is the development of Purpose and Need (Chapter 1 of the

EIS) document including evaluation of issues identified in this scoping

Identify Alternatives

Screen and Select EIS
Alternatives

following development of the DEIS:

report. The project Purpose and Need will drive the process for
alternative identification and screening, in-depth analysis of
environmental consequences, and ultimate selection of the least
environmental damaging practicable alternative (LEDPA).

There will be two additional opportunities for public comment

DEIS Review and Public Hearing — following scoping, a purpose and

need document will be developed. The public can provide feedback

Asses Environmental
Consequences
(including Cumulative Effects)

mitigate any adverse impacts.

to the agency about gaps in the information provided or the quality
Define Existing Conditions of the analysis in the document, as well as impacts the DEIS
(Affected Environment) document may not have addressed or measures needed to be

FEIS Review — the USACE will prepare a FEIS after comments on the
DEIS have been reviewed and addressed. The public may submit
comments on the FEIS and comments related to the agency decision.
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